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Field Notes:

November 5, 2001

Get a head start on yard work.
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture
Most people think spring is the only time to do major yard work, but there are many
things that can be done during pleasant fall weather. Fall is really an ideal time for planting
since soils are still warm enough to promote root growth. By planting in the fall, you are
planting in the cooler time of the year, and you get root growth that will be ready to take up
water during our hot spring and summer temperatures. This also give the soil around plant roots
time to settle and allow plants to grow at their best the following year.
Fall is the best time to plant bare-root plants and some types of roses and perennials.
Some perennials are shipped without any soil on the roots and need to be planted in the fall.
Place them in water as soon as they arrive, and then transplant them into the soil. If you can’t
plant them immediately, put them in a shady spot with some moist soil around the roots. Roots
are the most important part of the plant, so don’t let them suffer for moisture.
Balled-and-burlapped plants are dug out of the field and transplanted during the dormant
season between late October and early March. When tree and shrubs plants are dug up at the
nursery, most of the roots are removed. Because of this the best time to plant is during the
dormant season, allowing the plant to generate new roots prior to spring.

Don’t remove the burlap from the root ball, but just open the bottom and peel back the
fabric, allowing excess material to fall into the bottom of the hole. Fill the hole around the plant
with the same material you removed when digging the hole. Don’t go to a lot of trouble putting
peat moss or compost in with the soil. Plants actually grow better if they’re planted directly in
the soil in which they will be expected to grow, especially if the plant is known to be adapted to
the local soil. After planting, mulch with 2 or 3 inches of some type of pine straw or compost.
Whatever you do, don’t use uncomposted material like shredded wood since this can actually
damage the plant. Water thoroughly to get rid of air pockets in the soil, and to make sure the
plant has a good supply of water.
Container plants can actually be transplanted year-round, but fall is a great time since the
plant becomes completely acclimated to the soil prior to the stresses of spring and summer.
When container plants are set out in summer, you have to be extra careful to give them enough
water. Very few people can do this correctly, often watering either too little or more often too
much.
When planting trees in fall, dig a fairly wide hole, not necessarily a deep one. Most of
the roots on a tree grow in the upper 12 to 18 inches of soil, and they spread out two to three
times the size of the tree canopy. So it’s more important to dig a wide, shallow hole. And if the
planting site is in a low area, consider building up an area with good soil in which to set the
seeding.
You actually should do a soil test before planting anything. You may need to amend the
soil with lime in this area since most of our soils are naturally acid. Of course, this is not the
case with acid-loving plants such as azaleas. After all, you should only be setting plants that are

proven to grow well in this area. Add a very small quantity of fertilizer (no more than a quarter
cup per plant) such as 5-20-20 that contains very little nitrogen. The tree needs to put out roots to
start with, so if you add too much nitrogen, you will get too much foliage and not enough root
growth.
This is also a great time to plant seeds to grow trees and shrubs. Nature does it’s own
planting in the fall as oaks, hickories, pecans, magnolias, and other plants drop their seeds, so we
can do the same. Give nature a helping hand by carefully placing the seeds in the location where
you want a tree to grow, burying the seed an inch or two in the soil, but be careful to mark the
spot and protect it so that the seedling will not be damaged when it emerges next spring. This is
also the case with many wildflowers, since fall is the best time to sow the seeds that will yield
next year’s crop. Most of these seeds are meant to spend the winter in the soil, undergoing the
cycles of chilling and wetting which prepare them for germination.

It’s a lot more pleasant to work outdoors now rather than waiting until bitter cold arrives.
The result will be just as good, and in most cases better. Call if you need our help.

